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The Law School in Detroit

ABOVE: A fishennan ma lies his way from the Detroit River
along a canal that leads to the marina in the Creekside
community. For many residents of the area, a boat dock is
part of their bacliyard. For others, being adjacent to a
waterfront parl1 is part of the appear of living in Creekside,
also known as the Jefferson-Chalmers community.

Tom Ensign, '97, used to
wonder about those narrow
waterways into Detroit that he
passed while sailing on the Detroit
River and Lake St. Clair. He grew up
at Mt. Clemens, close to Detroit
only geographically, and mostly
knew the perimeters of the city. It
was not until after he had enrolled at
the University of Michigan Law
School and begun working in one of
its clinics that he realized that those
channels that he used to pass are
canals that thread like arteries into
Continued on page 68
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the heart of one of Motor City's historic
neighborhoods.
"Being from Detroit is not like being
from anywhere else in the country,"
Ensign says. "l had a bad image of
Detroit. Now l see things happening, and
l see the economic promise in the city."
Ensigns perspective changed during
his two semesters of work in Detroit as
part of the Law School's Program in Legal
Assistance for Urban Communities.
Students who work in the Program help
nonprofit agencies in many ways, usually
by helping organize and work on the
permits, zoning changes, tax credits and
other legal activities that are part of
developing affordable housing. Along the
way they learn and then use the
labyrinthine regulations that govern
federal and local assistance for housing,
the tactics of incorporation, and the need
for prescience among the other skills of
negotiation. ln short, they learn a lot and simultaneously help nonprofit
68
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organizations stretch their meager
resources by providing free or minimal
cost legal help.
Ensign worked with two clients
during his two semesters with the clinic:
the Emmanuel organization, an umbrella
group made up of member churches that
expects to build 11 single family units of
for-sale housing; and Creekside Community
Development Corporation, which is
trying to mesh preservation and development into a symbiotic sisterhood along
those waterways that Ensign used to sail.
The square-mile area of Creekside ,
five miles from downtown Detroit and
tucked up against the western border of
Gross Pointe Park, is a neighborhood of
canals and boat docks that form part of
many homeowners' backyards. It
includes more than 200 acres of
waterfront parks and blocks of solid
homes built in the 1910s and 1920s
when the manufacturing plants of
Chalmers Motor Car Company, Hudson

Motors and Continental Motor Works
were neighbors and their executives and
workers lived on its streets.
Clinic Director Rochelle Lento, a
Clinical Assistant Professor at the Law
School, sees Creekside this way: "lt has a
much different character than any other
community in Detroit. lt presents a
whole series of issues that never come up
in another neighborhood."
Also known as the Jefferson-Chalmers
community, Creekside in many ways is
the exception that defines the rule for the
Urban Communities Program. Creekside'.s
leaders don't want to build more upscale
homes; they want to build affordable
homes and rehabilitate and re-occupy
those that have become vacant or run
down. They want to preserve the park
land that lies along the Detroit River and
Lake St. Clair; they see the parks as
jewels in Detroit'.s riverside crown that
have been tarnished by neglect but now
are drawing notice again as Detroit'.s
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Assistant Clinical Professor of Law Rochelle Lento,
Director of the Program in Legal Assistance to
Urban Communities, discusses photos of the
Programs projects at her office in Detroit.
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political and civic leaders find growing
attraction in the idea of having waterfront
green spaces. last summer, aided by
students from the clinic, Creekside won a
City Council nod for preserving Maheras
Park as an historical site from the Civil
Rights era. U-M law School students like
Ensign worked many hours with
Creekside residents to achieve local
historic designation for the park.
Creekside also is the proof of the rule
for the clinic. Like the clinic's nearly
30 other clients, it is nonprofit and its
leaders need legal help that they cannot
afford to go out and hire. Many of the
issues that its residents are grappling
with demand familiarity with intricate
federal, state and local laws and rules.
From the point of view of an
educator like Lento, Creekside also
offers an unusually varied menu of
learning opportunities. For example,
Creekside provided the rare opportunity for the Program in Legal
Assistance for Urban Communities
to call on a second law School
clinic, the Environmental Law
Clinic, for specialized legal help.
Students from the Environmental Law
Clinic, which is run in conjunction with
the National Wildlife Federation and
maintains its office in Ann Arbor,
provided the expertise that helped

Creekside successfully monitor
neighboring Grosse Pointe Parks sewage
discharge into Fox Creek, which in turn
f1ows into the canals that thread through
Creekside.
The two clinics have worked together
here since 1994. Student lawyers won an
administrative ruling to eventually cease
the sewage discharge and require that
Gross Pointe Park construct a new
sewerage system that separates storm
and sewer waters. Now a private
environmental firm is challenging the
state permit that allows discharge to
continue during the construction of the
new sewage system.
"I wouldn't know what Creekside
would do without the clinic," says Cindy
Wile, vice president of Creekside
Community Development Corporation.
"We're an unstaffed organization and we're
all volunteers. The law School has been
great for us and with them we've just
about conquered the Fox Creek issue.
We've been fighting it for 50 years."
"I think that this is a great experience
for students to work in the community,
especially with community groups like us
that need so much," Wile continued.
"We didn't know how to write an FOI
[Freedom of Information Act] request.
For the students, it's good to learn to get
through the red tape and the bureaucracy."

Tom Ensign
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Here are some other highlights of the past
academic years efforts, as outlined by students
who worked in them:

Archana Sheshardri

Jeremy White

Jeremy Newman

David Saslow

Michael Metz

■

■

■

■

■

"Every step of the way
we tried to do
everything together
with our clients,"
Archanda Sheshardi
said of her work with
partner Mario Tarara
on behalf of their three
clients, the Grandmont
Rosedale Development
Corporation, Ebenezer
AME Church and the
Jefferson East Business
Association. "We
learned that it takes
more time than
necessary," so they
shifted to working
individually with
clients. Among their
duties, they helped
clients apply for loans,
and helped them
develop a land
purchase agreement.

"Our client is
Northwest Detroit, a
nonprofit housing
association," said
Jeremy White.
Students drafted a
management agreement for Northwest
Detroits 50 scattered
site rental units, an
agreement whose dual
aims were to provide
the client, the owner
of the project, with
oversight and control
as well as give the
management company
running the property
some autonomy in its
actions. With guidance
from its student
lawyers, this group also
set up a for-profit
subsidiary that could
receive federal
government funds for
housing.

Jeremy Newman
worked with Myriam
Jaidi in a neighborhood development
organization in
Northwest Detroit,
helping to streamline
its accounting
procedures and to
push forward a
community housing
project. "I really
enjoyed the
opportunity to work
with clients," said
Newman. "Its nice to
have the chance to
help people."

Reported David Saslow,
who worked with the
Jeremiah organization,
a church-based group:
The clinic set up a
partnership with a
construction agent for
site development and
permits, and established
a community development corporation as a
subsidiary to Jeremiah.

In the Corktown area
of Detroit, where
students worked with
Corktown Consumer
Housing, "due to the
loss of Tiger Stadium
they're trying to look
for ways to rebuild the
community," according
to Michael Metz. "They
have a good base of
current housing."
Victor Cerda added
that the Program began
working with the
community right after
a contractor had quit
working on a
rehabilitation home.
"We were letting them
know what their
options are, and
writing the 'scary
lawyer letter'," he said .
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There's a lot more to the Urban
Communities Program than teaching
law students and others how to cut
red tape. As Lento pointed out
earlier this year, among the
accomplishments for the Program
within the past year, it:
■

Served as lead attorney on three
Lower Income Housing Tax Credit
(LIHTC) projects which have total
development costs of $18 million.

■

Helped to bring the first
manufactured housing to Detroit.

■

Assisted with policy development
on affordable housing programs
such as HOME and LIHTC
administered by the city and state.

■

Led the way for a nonprofit
organization to establish a forprofit subsidiary that could qualify
for government housing
construction aid.

BELOW: An ornamental fisherman watches over
one of the canals that threads through the Creekside
area of Detroit. Beyond the canal runs a city street
lined with the hind of solid homes built in the
community during the first third of this century.
Worliing with citizens in the community has given
Law School students the opportunity to work on
parkland preservation, community organization,
environmental problems and other issues.

■

The complexities of the kinds of
projects that the clinic deals with are
graphically displayed across one wall of
Lentos spartan office in downtown
Detroit. A hand-drawn, 66-point check
list for a closing gives students a bird'seye view of what is involved.
Such attention to the details has stood
Lento in good stead since she became the
Programs first director in 1990. A former
aide to Detroit City Council President
Mary Ann Mahaffey, Lento is known for
her energy and commitment to mastering
the separate pieces that fuse into a
successful project. She also devotes a
good deal of time to fundraising. The
Program only is partially supported by
Law School funds and the remaining
$250,000 must be raised each year
through a mix of gifts and grants.
The returns are many fold. Community
development corporations working
with the clinic will account for nearly
$ 100 million in construction this year,
according to a clinic report last spring.
Subsidies will total more than $10
million. By last April, 30 housing units
had been completed and 92 were under
construction. More than 1,300 were in
pre-development, or planning stages.
Then-Professor of Law Jeffrey S.
Lehman, '81, hoped for this kind of
impact back in 1988 when he and others
began working with law students to
address the issues of poverty law. "Lowincome citizens want more from !ife than
to be maintained as dependents of

government agencies," said Lehman, now
Dean of the Law School.
Lehman saw the new program as a
way to inject the University "directly into
the center of a complex social problem.
We see organizations that have the
potential to provide substantial 'spillover' benefits to their communities. But
to succeed, those organizations need
access to a scarce, sophisticated and
expensive legal 'technology' The program
relies on students to make that
technology available."
Lento was hired in 1990 and has
directed the Program from the beginning.
Clinical Assistant Professor of Law
Melissa Worden, '94, joined Lento in
1996 to help supervise students and
their work in the clinic. Worden knows
the Program well: she worked in it for
two semesters as a law student.
"During the 1990-91 academic year,
students at the University of Michigan
Law School enrolled for the first time in
'The Program in Legal Assistance for
Urban Communities,'" Lento and
Lehman wrote shortly after the clinic
opened ("Law School Support for
Community-Based Economic
Development in Low-Income Urban
Neighborhoods," 42 Journal of Urban and
Contemporary Law 65-84). "The Urban
Communities Program differs from other
classroom educational experiences at
Michigan because it involves actual
clients. It differs from other clinical
educational experiences at Michigan
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because clients are community-based
organizations rather than individuals, the
mode of legal practice is primarily
transactional rather than disputeoriented, and the legal issues primarily
concern business and community
development. "
Lehman and Lento were aware of
social scientists' research on low-income
urban neighborhoods and "concerned
that the relationship between university
and community not degenerate into one
of scientist and specimen.
"We wanted to find a way for the
University in general, and the Law
School in particular, to be a constructive
participant in _the process of community
transformation and redevelopment. And
we thought the key might lie in the
Schools ability to award academic credit
to students who are educated in the
process of providing services at no charge
to community-based organizations."

Since its hopeful beginning, the
Program has come to rank "among the
best clinical law school programs
nationally in affordable housing and
community economic development" and
"presents an impressive pedagogical and
public service initiative in its own right,"
according to an evaluation of the
Program conducted last year by an
External Review Committee. The fivemember committee included three
members of the Programs National
Advisory Council: John Charles Boger,
Associate Dean for Academic Affairs and
Professor of Law at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill; Marilyn
Mullane, staff attorney at Michigan Legal
Services; and Peter Pitegoff, Professor of
Law at the State University of New York
at Buffalo. The other committee members
were : Donald F Baty, Jr., '85 , senior
partner at Honigman Miller Schwartz
and Cohn of Detroit; and Robert
Solomon, Clinical Professor at Yale law
School.
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The committee found that Detroit city
officials, clients and students all gave the
Program high marks. Students in the
Program receive a solid learning
experience, the quality of the legal work
that clients receive equals or exceeds
what they would get privately, the
standing of the Program within the city is
very high and the service that it provides
to Detroit and its citizens and the
students of the University of Michigan
Law School is significant, the committee
concluded.
"While the public service virtues of
this program are self evident, it is worth
noting two points," the committee said.
"First, while our student sample was
small [15 students], a majority of the
students we interviewed emphasized that
their participation in the Program
demonstrated to them the opportunity to
provide pro bono legal services after
graduation. All of the students expressing
this view entered the clinic with the
assumption that they would not have
such an opportunity in their future
careers.
Second, every person we interviewed,
including clients, TA [technical assistance]
providers, attorneys and city employees,
told us that most and possibly all of the
transactions completed by the Program on
behalf of its clients would have not
occurred but for the Programs existence.
The same people advised us that even
when pro bono services are available,
taken as a whole, those services are of a
lesser quality than the clinics services
(quality defined as including the time,
patience and availability of clinic students
and faculty)."
"There is an additional intangible
factor," the committee continued. "The
Program has become an important player
in the development of affordable housing
in Detroit. Clients take pride in the fact
that their legal counsel (the Program) is
treated with great respect by other
players, particularly city officials. In the
words of the Program Director for the
Detroit office of USC - the Local
Initiatives Support Corporation, a

national TA provider and finance broker
for nonprofit community development
corporations - the Program is 'very
much a key component in the
revitalization of the City;' and 'You [the
University] cannot make a better investment than what you are doing right now.'
"Students can see that respect, as well
as the passion that faculty put into their
work. As a result, students see that they
are part of something important and that
their work makes a difference. Not only
do they work hard on their projects, but
often continue on projects after the
conclusion of the course, because, as one
client put it, 'They put their heart and
soul into it."'

■
For Tom Ensign, who now practices
law in Washington, D.C., the Program in
Legal Assistance to Urban Communities
introduced him to parts of Detroit he had
not known, changed his view of the city,
and offered him the blend of experience
and faculty supervision that neither strict
classroom work nor full time employment
could provide.
'The advantage to me is that it allows
me to apply what I'm learning in a
classroom environment," he says. "When
you're reading a case out of your text it
could become just about meaningless ... .
Here, you learn the projects that are real
world projects, work with real world
people, deal with real world issues. That's
been the positive thing for me.
"I think the positive thing for the
community is that having attorneys people with legal education - is very
expensive. There are issues and battles
that wouldn't be fought because the
nonprofit organization didn't have the
resources to fight them."
Thanks to people like Ensign and the
Law Schools effort to balance the scales,
they don't have to.

Law Sclwol s111de11ts worh in
Detroit in a variety of ways in
addition to the School's Program
in Legal Assistance for Urban
Communities. During new
student orifnlation, for example,
students regularly visit Detroit to
work 011 projects for Habitat for
Humanity, as students shown
here did last Fall.
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Robert Precht, Director of the Law
School's Office of Public Service, sees
Detroit as an "exciting, vibrant and
legally challenging" place. Just the kind
of place, he believes, that law students
will find both enjoyable and stimulating
to work.
And he'd like to see more law
students do just that - while they're still
students.
"My feeling is that Detroit has been
historically an underutilized resource by
the University of Michigan," he says. It is
Michigan's largest, most complex urban
center. It has most of the pluses and
minuses of all big U.S. cities, but it also
has some very distinctive benefits: its
economic importance as the birthplace of
the American automobile industry, its
river border with Canada, its racially and

culturally diverse and dynamic
population, and its historical ties with
the labor and civil rights movements.
The sum of those parts makes the city
a significant laboratory for legal learning
and a satisfying site for public service
work, Precht says. Last Spring, his office
helped students sign on to work there as
volunteers with the Federal Defender's
Office, the Legal Aid & Defender
Association of Detroit, the State Appellate
Defender Office and the Sugar Law
Center for Economic and Social Justice.
In addition, Precht and the Public
Service Office supported Steve
Tobocman, '97, in his successful bid to
win a Skadden Fellowship to pursue
public interst work in Detroit. Tobocman
is working with Detroit agencies through
Michigan Legal Services.
Tobocman, who graduated last May
with a dual degree in law and public
policy, did 900 hours of volunteer work
with the Southwest Detroit Business
Association before graduating. He also

worked with clients in the Corktown and
core city areas through the Law School's
Program in Legal Assistance to Urban
Communities.
"My goal is to service the legal needs
of community groups doing economic
development," he says of his Skadden
Fellowship placement.
"The emphasis of our program is
service and inculcating public service
values which we hope will encourage
Michigan students to fulfill unmet legal
needs," Precht says.
"Hopefully they will get in the habit of
doing service work while they are in law
school. Many lawyers are starved for
meaning and public service is one of the
best ways for lawyers to discover the
meaning of their profession."
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